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Integrating Auto-input into Function Presentation Activities 




Rikkyo University’s English Discussion Class (EDC) is a discussion course designed for Rikkyo 
University freshmen irrespective of their levels of English proficiency with the aim of helping 
them develop discussion skills in English. Students are grouped into four proficiency levels 
according to TOEIC placement scores. Level I students are considered to have the highest level of 
English proficiency, some being returnees with native or near-native levels of English proficiency. 
This paper discusses an activity that can be used for introducing EDC target language (lexical 
clusters that can help to structure and develop discussions) to students with higher levels of 
English proficiency (such as Level I students in EDC) through integrating and encouraging 
students’ ‘auto-input’ into the function presentation stage of a typical EDC lesson. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Rikkyo University’s English Discussion class is one of several mandatory English courses for all 
first year Rikkyo University students, and is designed to help them develop their discussion skills 
in English. Students with the same major are grouped together into micro-sized classes (7-9 
people) of four levels of English proficiency based on students’ placement TOEIC scores, with 
Level I being the highest level. 
 Pedagogical principles underlying the format of the textbooks and the structure of the 
lessons are coherent for all four levels. The structure of a regular lesson can be broken down into 
three major stages: (1) warm-up; (2) introduction of the target language and controlled practice in 
which formulaic lexical clusters called ‘functions’ or ‘communication skills’ are taught and 
practiced; and (3) preparation activities and two extended discussions followed by feedback. Stage 
one (warm-up) includes a quiz based on the homework reading and a fluency-developing activity 
(usually an adapted version of Nation’s (1989) 4/3/2 fluency activity. The next stage includes an 
activity to present the target language, called a ‘function’ in the course nomenclature,  as well as 
predetermined ‘function phrases’, i.e. sets of phrases that can help students to structure, develop, 
and facilitate discussions or achieve smooth communication, followed by a controlled practice 
activity to aid in automatizing new phrases. The course designers based their selection of what is 
included into the program as functions based on “Dörnyei and Thurrell’s direct approach to 
conversation instruction (1992; 1994) as well as Kehe and Kehe’s speaking text Conversation 
Strategies (1994)” (Hurling, 2012, p. 1-2). Finally, a regular EDC lesson includes two preparation 
activities to help students generate ideas for two extended discussions (D1 and D2). D1 and D2 
should ideally last for 10 and 16 minutes respectively, and each discussion is followed by some 
feedback activities that vary in their forms. 
 Although the consistency of the overall structure of the course for all levels ensures the 
unification of course goals and assessment, students with high or native-like proficiency of English 
may feel less challenged or limited by the material offered by the course. In my experience of 
teaching Level I students, I felt that of all three stages, the second stage seemed to be the least 
challenging for high proficiency students. To keep lessons student-centered, there are four main 
types of activities used to introduce new functions to students: TTT (Test-Teach-Test), Dialogue 
Comparison, Deep End, and Guided Discovery. Level I students have sufficient command of 
English to find the aforementioned activities and target language lexical clusters too easy to 
proceed without extra effort.  
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 Another characteristic of Level I students is that perhaps due to their high proficiency they 
tend to demonstrate the resistance to be pushed to use the set of function phrases as they appear 
in the textbook and, moreover, most of them can easily come up with numerous alternative phrases 
that achieve the same discourse function. Therefore, one of the challenges of teaching Level I 
students for me has been to design an activity for introducing new functions that would be effective 
for eliciting students’ existing knowledge and would help them “‘notice the gap’ between the input 
and their existing linguistic competence’”(Ellis, 2009, p. 22). 
 
DISCUSSION 
The concepts of input and output and their connection with explicit and implicit knowledge have 
been central for discussions of principles underlying communicative language teaching and 
learning. For example, a number of researchers include input-related principles in their 
classifications (Dörnyei, 2009; Ellis, 2014; Long, 2015). In the broadest sense input “refers to the 
language that is available to a learner through any medium (from listening or reading, for example, 
or through gestures in the case of signed languages)” (Mackey, 2012, p. 9). Mackey (2012) also 
states that it is a central notion for language acquisition processes irrespective of SLA approach. 
On the other hand, output “in SLA means language that has communicative purpose; it is language 
that learners produce to express some king of meaning” (VanPatten, 2003, p. 62). Output, although 
important, “does not play the same role as input” (VanPatten, 2003, p. 74) in the creation of 
linguistic systems. 
 A regular EDC lesson, although set in an English-only environment, has quite limited 
opportunities for providing “rich and elaborate input”, since the typical lesson format is 
predominantly output-oriented and encourages maximizing student talking time with explicit 
input mostly provided in forms of scaffolding and prompts. With minimal explicit input and 
maximum focus on output, the result is a hybrid form of those two that, in my opinion, corresponds 
with what Ellis (as cited in Ellis, 2009) calls ‘auto-input’, defined as a form of input based on the 
language material produced by the learners. In other words, learners’ output starts to play the form 
of input they can further build up to extend their knowledge about language. One could say that 
“auto-input” can be relevant for language learners both on the individual and group level. 
 On the individual level, “auto-input” is a useful means for learners to transfer their explicit 
knowledge into implicit knowledge, whereas on the group level it can be effective for collaborative 
learning. Ellis (2009) stresses the connection between the principle that “[s]uccessful instructed 
language learning also requires opportunities for output” (p. 39), which also includes the idea of 
“auto-input”, and the principle that “[l]earners need to engage collaboratively in talk about 
linguistic problems and try to agree on solutions to them” (p. 42). Ellis himself views the latter 
principle as an extension of the former.  Therefore, for the format of EDC lessons, designing 
activities making effective use of learners’ auto-input can be beneficial for their critical assessment 
of their own language skills as well as mutually enriching through collaboration with other 
students. 
 Level I students usually have established and sufficient linguistic skills to express and 
support their opinions to some extent, and they tend to resist being given a limited set of lexical 
items to operate with. The following activity was created with the assumption that it would be 
effective and engaging to build on students’ existing knowledge by making them produce function 
phrases themselves, and by setting an activity that would stimulate students’ collaborative 
production of auto-input. This approach can hopefully help students enrich their lexicons, and it 
should also provide more relevant examples for teachers to demonstrate the existing gap between 
the colloquial expressions that high level students are more likely to have a good command of. 
Stylistically different equivalents appropriate for academic purposes can also be achieved.  
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PROCEDURE 
This activity was designed for Level I EDC students to elicit novel function phrases through direct 
and declarative introduction of the broader discourse function. It is important to note that this type 
of function presentation activity can have some limitations depending on the type of the function 
(for example, organizational functions vs content functions). Therefore, the activity was used for 
introducing only two functions: reasons and examples as a pilot version in the spring semester, 
and balancing opinions in the fall semester.  
 The activity, referred to here and throughout as focused TTT, can be considered as a 
variation of a standard Teach-Test-Teach (TTT) activity. Both the standard and focused TTT 
activities consist of three stages: testing students’ existing knowledge, teaching them new material, 
and testing one more time how students perform after they were exposed to the new language 
material. In a standard version of a TTT, however, students are given just a cleverly designed 
question that may or may not lead students to demonstrate knowledge of the function and help the 
teacher identify the gap between pre-existing knowledge and the new material. In my experience 
of using a standard TTT activity, there is always a risk of students not producing any utterances 
that could help to introduce new material. Another danger is first T is never objective enough, 
because students are not explicitly told how they should try to address the discussion topic. 
 Therefore, to major adjustments were made to the standard format of TTT to make it more 
relevant for higher-level students. First of all, students are given an explicit linguistic task that 
requires them to activate their knowledge of the language in order to accomplish the task. Secondly, 
this activity also provides richer opportunities for auto-input, as students can build up a set of 
phrases that can be later used and recycled in their discussions by them and other students.  
 It is important to notice that setting up this activity requires a slightly complex set of 
instructions, so it can be confusing for students of lower levels. In order to be effective and relevant 
for students, their level should allow them to focus on both linguistic and communicative aspects 
of the discussion, i.e. to handle the cognitive load of thinking not only what to say, but also how 
to say it. 
 
Asking Others to Balance Opinions: Balancing Your Opinions: 
What are the advantages / disadvantages 
(of…)? 
Another advantage / disadvantage (of…) is… 
Are there any (other) advantages / 
disadvantages (of…)?  
One advantage / disadvantage (of…) is… 
 
Figure 1. Balancing opinions function and function phrases (Brereton, Lesley, Schaefer, & Young, 
2017). 
 
1. After introducing the topic of the lesson, students are told that the goal of the discussions in 
that lesson is to practice exploring topics deeper and consider all the sides of the 
topic/problem/opinion, or in other words, to try to balance opinions. The name of the function 
is explicitly written on the board. 
2. Students in groups of 3-4 people are given two topics to choose from to discuss with their 
partners (see Appendix 1).  
3. The teacher then puts two types of cards – ‘Thumbs UP’ and ‘Thumbs DOWN’ (see Appendix 
2, two top cards) and explains that in order to balance opinions it is important to consider 
good sides of something (‘Thumbs UP’) and bad sides of something (‘Thumbs DOWN’), for 
example of a topic, problem or somebody’s opinion. Students are asked to draw the cards (as 
many as they want) if they discuss a good or a bad side of the idea in their discussions.  
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4. Then students are given about four minutes to discuss the topic, while the teacher monitors 
and takes notes on the phrases that students use to balance their opinions.  
5. After students finish the first round of discussions, the teacher elicits both content and 
emergent phrases that students used in the first round of discussions and gives additional, 
synonymous phrases that could be used to balance opinions. 
6.  Finally, students have a second round of discussion to practice the emergent and taught 
function phrases. In this round, students are given extra cards to indicate questions that can 
be used to ask about advantages and disadvantages of the topics or opinions (see Appendix 
2, two bottom cards – ‘Thumbs UP’ and ‘Thumbs DOWN’ with question marks). 
 
VARIATIONS 
In the spring semester, another content function reasons and examples was introduced through the 
similar activity. The adjustments necessary for using this activity for introducing a different 
function is designing a new set of cards for eliciting function phrases that would help students to 
incorporate the use of reasons and examples into their discussions (See Appendix 3). 
 Another possible variation to challenge high level students can be introducing the concepts 
of Functions that are important for structuring a discussion, for example, exchanging opinions or 
supporting opinions, but before starting a content discussion to give students a pragmatic linguistic 
task to first think and discuss how they can and should organize their discussion to incorporate 
those concepts. For example, what types of phrases are necessary for everyone to exchange 
opinions in a discussion (e.g. Listener side – asking for everyone’s opinions, asking for the 
particular person’s; Speaker side – giving and marking your opinion, demonstrating different 
degrees of how strong your opinion is)? Then, the teacher can give some feedback on students’ 
ideas and offer them topics for a content discussion so students can use both their own structure 
and ‘function phrases’ to discuss the topics and test if their ideas about structuring a discussion 
worked well or lacked something (the first real Test). After the Teach stage, which can involve 
students’ reflection on what worked well and what lacked in the use of the function, the teacher 
can give some feedback or elicit some ideas for improvement. This variation can allow students 
to work together (as a group or in pairs) to solve a pragmatic linguistic task of considering different 
sides of one function, as well as ordering the functions and incorporating them logically into their 
discussions. This variation would therefore require allocating a longer time. It is also important to 
consider that this variation can be better for classes in which there is no gap in students’ proficiency 
levels or learning background (for example, students with some experience of studying/living 
abroad vs. strong test takers). It also can be beneficial for the classes of returnee students, in which 
students are fluent enough, but still need to develop the skills of switching between registers and 
organizing discussions in a more formal, logical, and academic manner.  
 
CONCLUSION 
In this paper I have introduced an activity that can be used for teaching formulaic lexical clusters 
useful for facilitating and developing discussions in English to students with high levels of 
proficiency. The main principle of this focused TTT activity is to explicitly introduce to students 
the role and/or the purpose of the function in the discussion and to elicit function phrases from the 
students during the first Test round of a traditional TTT. This approach is student-centered, and 
also gives more relevant examples for teachers to demonstrate, for instance, the difference between 
colloquial and academic synonymous expressions. It is also more explicit compared with a regular 
TTT without a pre-set linguistic task, because in a focused TTT, students understand the linguistic 
task they need to solve, and it gives students more freedom for linguistic creativity and activating 
their previous knowledge and skills with a clear linguistic task. It also encourages collaborative 
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learning. 
 The activity seemed to be effective for Level I students because it gave them a chance to 
use the vocabulary and grammar they already knew in order to discuss advantages and 
disadvantages of different ideas. In addition to the suggested phrases “one advantage/disadvantage 
is …” students came up with phrases like “the good point of X is …”, “the plus of X is …”, and 
“the positive/negative side of X is….”.  When delivering this activity for the first time, there was 
some slight confusion with the format of the activity, partially due to unclear instructions of the 
part of the teacher, and partially due to one of the students being late. This required a 
rearrangement of students in the middle of the activity so that everyone would have partners. 
Overall, students seemed to respond positively and were more willing to integrate the concept of 
the function (balancing opinions) into their discussions and use a variety of phrases they 
themselves and their classmates came up with, rather than the lexical items suggested by the 
textbook. Higher level students usually have quite extended knowledge of the language and are 
able to understand complex instructions required for setting up the suggested activity. However, it 
can be challenging for students of lower levels. 
 To set up a focused TTT effectively, the teacher should have clear and concise instructions 
to avoid confusion. Another limitation of the focused TTT activity is that it is not universal, i.e. it 
might be difficult to use for other target language. For example, for organizational functions within 
in the EDC curriculum such as joining a discussion and choosing topics, the focused TTT activity 
might be too confusing to set up. 
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APPENDIX C – Cards for Focused TTT Function Presentation (Function: 
Supporting Opinions) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
